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Exodus from rural America called 'slow-motion crisis' 
 
By ERIN MADISON 
Great Falls Tribune Business Writer  
While most of rural America hasn't been hit by the mortgage crisis making big headlines 
nationwide, it is suffering from another crisis. 
Russell Davis, administrator of the U.S. Department of Agriculture's Rural Development 
program, said that crisis is people moving out of small towns and into larger cities. 
Davis spoke at a three-day Montana Housing Conference that wrapped up Thursday in 
Great Falls. 
"It's a slow-motion crisis," Davis said. 
The crisis has been going on basically since the invention of the tractor, which meant 
fewer people were needed to work the family farm, he said. 
Rural America is considered any town smaller than 20,000 people. In the United States, 
60 million people, making up 23 million households, live in rural areas. In Montana, 51 
counties are rural. 
The USDA offers homeownership programs such as low-interest loans, subsidized rentals 
and self-help building programs in rural areas. Everything the U.S. Department of 
Housing and Urban Development, does for urban areas, the USDA does in rural areas. 
Of the homes in rural America, about 3 million are obsolete and another 2 million are 
vacant, Davis said. 
It costs the USDA anywhere from $130,000 to $150,000 to build a new home. Typically, 
it can rehabilitate a home for $30,000 to $50,000. For that reason, USDA is moving away 
from building new structures in favor of fixing up old buildings, Davis said. The same 
goes for multifamily buildings in rural areas. 
With June being Homeownership Month, the USDA wants families to know that it's there 
to help homeowners and potential homeowners, said JP Pendleton, public information 
coordinator for the USDA in Montana. 
This week's housing conference is a biennial event. Those in attendance included lenders, 
nonprofit agencies and USDA staff. 
Other topics covered during the conference included "green" construction, affordable and 
work-force housing, foreclosure and homelessness. 
 


